Abstract. According to luck egalitarianism it is bad or unjust if someone is worse off than another through no fault or choice of her own. This paper argues that there is a tension in standard luck egalitarian theory between justifying absolute and comparative welfare levels. If a person responsibly acts in a way that brings her welfare level below that of others, this is justified according to the theory. However, even if we can say that the person's new welfare level is justified in absolute terms, it is less clear that her now being worse off than others, is justified (a similar idea is explored by Hurley 2005). The reason is that while she has in one sense chosen her (new) welfare level, she has not chosen to be worse off than others. Her relative standing, something with which egalitarians ought to be concerned, is determined by her choices in conjunction with the choices of all others. But no individual controls the choices of all others. Hence for any one individual it is the case that her relative standing is beyond her control. Some responses to this problem are available. It is doubtful, however, that these are entirely successful.
3 that, I think, is something that luck egalitarianism, at least in one central guise, does not deliver. 5 In the following I will, in section 2, specify the version of luck egalitarianism, namely choice egalitarianism, with which I will be concerned in this paper. In section 3 I address the distinction between choice and circumstance, or option luck and brute luck. In section 4 I set out an argument -related to Susan Hurley's -to the effect that choice egalitarianism can not justify differential welfare levels. Sections 5 through 7 consider different responses and objections to this argument, while section 8 concludes.
Luck Egalitarianism(s)
In a widely cited passage, Temkin holds that "…it is bad -unjust and unfair -for some to be worse off than others through no fault [or choice] of their own." 6 Cohen expresses a similar view when he claims that "…luck egalitarians accounts it an unfairness when some are better off than others through no fault or choice of their own." 7 According to Arneson, "…[o]ther things equal, it is bad if some people are worse off than others through no voluntary choice or fault of their own." 8, 9 These standard statements of luck egalitarianism leave out an important aspect of the view.
They are all perfectly compatible with straightforward equality of welfare. 10 It is abundantly clear from the luck egalitarian literature, however, that a large part of the purpose is to justify certain inequalities. 11 A full specification of luck egalitarianism requires something like the following: "…and it is not bad -unjust or unfair -for some to be worse off than others through some fault [or choice] of their own." 12 Luck egalitarians, then, draw a fundamental distinction between choice and circumstance (or option luck and brute luck). Inequalities that stem from circumstance are unjust, while inequalities that follow from choice are not. 4 As indicated, there are different versions of luck egalitarianism, several of which may be perfectly plausible for all I say in this paper. The specific version of the doctrine that I will discuss (choice egalitarianism) adheres to the canonical statements referred to above, but emphasizes choice rather than fault. Though fault might be taken to be synonymous with choice, it can also point in the direction of desert. Choice egalitarianism as I conceive of it is not a desert-theory, either on a moral or a prudential understanding. 13 A moral desert luck egalitarian would prefer agents to have welfare levels in proportion to the moral value of their choices (or character). 14 A prudential desert luck egalitarian would like agents to have welfare levels proportionate to the prudential value of their choices. On this view, if A does x, and x is a prudential choice, A deserves a particular welfare level, in absolute or comparative terms.
On choice egalitarianism, on the other hand, A's choice is her responsibility, and she should take the consequences. Not because she deserves it, but because she is morally responsible for taking on the costs (and gains) that results from her own choices. 15 What choice egalitarianism fundamentally objects to is the unfairness of differential (welfare effects of) circumstance or brute luck. Differential welfare stemming from sources other than brute luck, such as (responsible) choice, or option luck, is not unfair, and there is hence no need for redistribution. These gains and losses are unobjectionable from the point of view of justice even if they are not morally or prudentially deserved.
All this is not to deny that it could be perfectly reasonable to let desert play a role in distributive justice, 16 it is just to say that choice egalitarianism does not turn on desert considerations, but on the unfairness of being worse off than others through no choice of your own. Note also that even for desert based versions of luck egalitarianism, the argument presented below will be of some interest, to the extent that these versions are combined with choice egalitarianism in cases where individuals are equally deserving. 17 
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Further, choice egalitarianism is an ex post view. It considers whether agents have claims for compensation in virtue of being worse off than others through no choice of their own, continuously. 18 This contrasts with equality of opportunity for welfare theories. While the term equality of opportunity is sometimes used interchangeably with luck egalitarianism, it also denotes a theory which implies that justice is fulfilled to the extent that individuals at some relevant point in life face opportunity sets that are equivalent in terms of expected outcomes. 19 These theories fall outside the scope of this paper, because they do not clearly conform to the luck egalitarian formulation that is the focus of the present article. Equality of opportunity views do not generally imply that it is bad if some are worse off than others through no fault or choice of their own, so long as the prospects have been equal at some point. 20 In sum, what I will discuss is the form of luck egalitarianism that is choice (or responsibility)-based, and that assesses distributions ex post rather than ex ante. While actual luck egalitarians hold a variety of views which differ in terms of how the available components are combined, choice egalitarianism is in my view a plausible rendering of how luck egalitarianism is generally conceived. It also conforms to the canonical statements referred to above (minus "fault").
Choice and Circumstance/ Option Luck and Brute Luck
There are various ways of distinguishing between choice and circumstance. For present purposes, Lippert-Rasmussen's Cohen-inspired definition will work well.
(1) Y is a matter of luck for X if, and only if, (i) X is not responsible for Y; and (ii) X is not responsible for Y if, and only if, Y is not, in an appropriate way, the result of a choice made by X. 21 
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In order to expose the ambiguity suggested above, we can replace Y in (1) with either "X's welfare level" or "X's relative welfare level".
(1 Intuitively, it seems that choice egalitarians would have (at least) the latter interpretation in mind, because on that view, as shown by the quotes from Temkin, Arneson, and Cohen, it is bad if someone is worse off than others, through no choice of her own, not that someone is worse off than she used to be. 
Why Choice Egalitarianism Cannot Justify Relative Inequalities
I now want to argue that contrary to what one might initially think, (and for reasons suggested above) choice egalitarianism cannot supply the required justification of relative inequalities.
More specifically, choice egalitarianism cannot justify that A is worse off than B. (Note again that I assume that welfare rather than resources is the relevant equalisandum). In most realistic cases, relative welfare levels are influenced by chance to the extent that choice is rendered insignificant as an explanatory factor with regards to any given instance of inequality. The upshot is that choice egalitarianism will be generally unable to justify inequalities as such, On standard choice egalitarian reasoning, the only available justification for this situation of inequality is that B has made different choices than A, and that these choices have led to a higher welfare level for her, for reasons not influenced by brute luck. (As noted, I assume here that the choices are also free of influence by option luck Assume that this situation is (presumably) justified as well, for the same reasons (except that, obviously, in 2) B has made different choices from those she made in 1)). Both 1) and 2) are, it seems, perfectly in order from a choice egalitarian point of view. Now consider another situation, which is also justified (because A and B have made similar choices). For illustration we can imagine that A and B are in 0) (justly) equally well off, and that they are presented with three alternative courses of action, the outcomes of which are known by both agents. Either they can engage in an activity that offers a short-term gain followed by a long-term loss (trying some moderately harmful, but enjoyable drug, for instance), or they can engage in an activity that offers a short-term loss, followed by a long-term gain (drinking 9 a repulsive herbal tea with beneficial health effects, for instance), or they can do neither. We can further stipulate that the risk involved in all options is insignificant, bypassing any problems concerning option luck. As it happens, A foregoes both the drug and the tea in both 1) and 2), while B drinks the tea in 1), whereupon her welfare level increases, and tries the drug in 2), whereupon her welfare level decreases.
However, if 1) and 2) are both (parts of) possible worlds, the following question arises: If A behaves in exactly the same way in 1) and 2), how can it be the case that, to paraphrase the luck (choice) egalitarian slogan, she is, in 1), worse off than others through her own choice, while she is, in 2) better off than others through her own choice? The difference between the two scenarios is simply not attributable to A. She has no control (we assume) over whether 1)
or 2) will obtain. She cannot, to put it bluntly, be responsible for the choices of other people (in this case, B). Other people's choices (given that A does not influence these, as we assume here, and which in most real-life cases is a perfectly reasonable assumption), is not within the scope of A's control. Rather, other people's choices belong to A's circumstances. 26 For all that, other people's choices, in conjunction with A's own choices, determine whether or not A is worse off than, better off than, or equally well off as, others. It is clearly false to say that A is worse (or better) off than others due to her own voluntary choices. 27 Insisting that A is responsible for her resulting relative welfare level then, seems to violate core choice egalitarian commitments. Both 1) and 2) are thus unjustified, to the extent that they materialize (and we assume that one of them will).
With this scenario in mind, we can revisit the notion of responsibility presented above 29 Having now stressed that the comparative welfare level of A and B is a result of both their actions, there might be some grounds for suggesting that they split the bill, so to speak, and hold that the difference, the inequality between their welfare levels, is partly the responsibility of both, and that, accordingly, the one who ends up better off ought to compensate half of what it would take to restore equality between them. That seems to me to be a mistake. What is at issue is the relation between their welfare levels. While it is (of course) A's choice to stay at 10, and B's choice to either move to 8 or 12, it is very unclear that the resulting relation can be properly attributed to either of them. Consider two people who are asked to write a number from 1 to 9 on a piece of paper, both unaware of what number the other writes. The two resulting numbers are either equal, or they are not. It seems clear that even if each person chooses which number she writes, the resulting relation between the numbers cannot be attributed to either one of them, nor can it plausibly be attributed to both. The relation between the numbers is, from the perspective of each individual, a matter of chance.
Thus, even splitting the bill would result in an inequality for which no one is responsible. And this seems wrong to the extent that inequalities can only be justified with reference to responsibility.
This argument admittedly rests on some simplifications and stipulations. However, the problem is quite general. It is hard to imagine that people's comparative welfare levels will 11 not to a large extent reflect the choices of other people. The simple point is that for any distribution in which X is (apparently correctly) worse off than Y, there is bound to be an alternative possible distribution in which X is (equally apparently rightly) better off than Y for reasons that are not attributable to X, and that hence belongs to X's circumstances rather than her choices, and the other way around. I conclude, then, that in most circumstances, people are simply not worse off than others through their own choice.
Notice that several authors have suggested that certain welfare discrepancies that appear to follow from choice are really the result of chance or circumstance. Matthew Seligman has outlined a bargaining problem that is related to the argument presented above. He envisages a small island inhabited by ten people whose native skills and resource bundles are equal.
However, while nine of them have bad option luck trying to catch fish, the tenth, Gates, tries a riskier strategy, and manages to catch a whale. Gates is now much better off than the others.
When the others want to trade in order to get hold of some of the whale meat, Gates finds himself in a superior bargaining position, due to his excellent option luck. He thus trades his meat against the labor and half of the future earnings of the others. After a while, of course,
Gates is much better off than the others, something which intuitively appears unjust. 30 According to Seligman, the unfortunate fishermen's … weak bargaining position is not solely the result of their bad option luck; it is also the result of
Gates's good option luck. If he had not done so well, then he would not have had leverage over them. Leverage is a relational property between two positions, and thus is a function both of their resource level and of Gates's resource level. Since the latter is not the result of any choice of theirs, their bargaining position is at least in part a matter of subjective chance for them. Moreover,
Gates's decision to exercise his leverage is clearly a matter of subjective chance for them. 31 Seligman, then, points to the important insight that an inequality can arise from a combination of choice and chance. On his view, this fatally undermines luck egalitarianism.
My argument, however, generalizes this point beyond bargaining leverage. 32 Susan Hurley, as noted, has discussed a similar problem to the one set out here. She argues that "[e]ven when people are responsible for their own positions, it obviously does not follow that they are responsible for the relations between their position and the positions of others." 33 Hurley uses this argument to show that luck neutralization cannot specify an egalitarian distribution in particular. 34 I am in complete agreement with her observations concerning the degree of control one can have over one's relative welfare level, but my purpose is a bit different. My aim is to argue that even if choice egalitarianism is independently specified, it does not follow that apparently chosen inequalities are morally acceptable (from the point of view of the theory).
Resorting to Absolute Levels
At this point, one could imagine that choice egalitarians, faced with the challenge of justifying comparative levels, could insist that it is sufficient to justify individual levels in absolute terms. On this view, corresponding to (1*) above, we would start with initial equality, and then let agents take the costs and gains flowing from their own responsible choices, while eliminating any effects of brute luck on their absolute welfare levels. If B tries the drug, it is her problem, and she should take the costs. Since her welfare level is now unproblematic, and A's welfare level is equally fine from a moral point of view, nothing more needs to be said, popular slogans notwithstanding. 35 If B experiences bad brute luck, on the other hand, she should be compensated, because her absolute welfare level would now be influenced by factors for which she is not responsible. What matters is that a person's absolute welfare level is determined by choice and not luck. 13 I do not think this will work. Suppose that agents do start from a position of equality. 36 If B then suffers bad brute luck, she is entitled to compensation. The reason, on this view, is that her individual, absolute level, is now unjustified, because it is influenced by chance. The reason is not that she is now worse off than others, because this view does not attempt to justify relative levels. This would, however, have the implausible (and strikingly non-choiceegalitarian) implication that B has a claim for compensation for her bad luck, even if the exact same bad luck befell everyone else. Whether or not B is entitled to compensation depends on reasons that has nothing to do with her relation to others. The same is true of the others, and all of them, as it happens, have claims to compensation for the exact same reason as B. All are now worse off than they used to be through no choice of their own. This is bad, on the view suggested here, because this view is not concerned with relative standing. 37 Clearly, that seems to be both absurd and in conflict with choice egalitarianism. While egalitarians of most stripes may value welfare, and for that reason think it bad if everyone suffers bad brute luck in equal measure, that is no reason to think the resulting situation unfair. It also seems odd to assume that everyone has claims for compensation in a situation where everyone is equally well off, and everyone has acted equally responsibly.
Further, it appears that on this view, it would be equally problematic if everyone experiences the same amount of good brute luck. After all, in such a situation too, no one is responsible for being better off than they used to be, and if welfare levels need to be justified by reference to choice, good and bad brute luck seem to be on a par. It appears then, that justifying absolute, rather than relative welfare levels, is not a viable solution.
Resorting to Brute Luck Equality
An alternative would be to say that luck egalitarianism is not concerned as such with justifying either absolute or relative welfare levels. Rather, what matters is the equal 14 distribution of (the welfare-effects) of brute luck. This is in line with many formulations of luck egalitarianism. Cohen, for example, insists that "…a large part of the fundamental egalitarian aim is to extinguish the effects of brute luck on distribution." 38 If this formulation is sufficient, it seems that no problems would arise.
Such a view would not be explicitly committed to the choice (luck) egalitarian idea that it is bad if someone is worse off than others through no choice of her own. Neither would it be committed to the idea discussed in section 5 above. Any welfare level, and any relation between welfare levels, would be justified to the extent that the agents had equal amounts of brute luck, or rather an equal surplus or deficit in welfare as a result of brute luck. This view, then, would not be concerned with a situation in which everyone experiences the same good or bad brute luck, so long as their prior level of brute luck was equal.
However, as Cohen also insists, the reason why differential brute luck is problematic is precisely that inequalities that arise from brute luck are unjust. 39 Later in the same paper, he repeats the phrase that luck egalitarians find it unfair "…when some are better off than others through no fault or choice of their own…" 40 It seems then, that for him, the luck egalitarian slogan and brute luck equality are intended to mean the same. This seems reasonable, since it is likely that a plausible answer to why brute luck, of all things, is what should be distributed equally must refer to responsibility and choice. And this, it seems, is just the negative way of arguing that only responsible choice can justify inequalities. If so, this view, is not really distinct from choice egalitarianism, and the problems related to the justification of relative welfare levels discussed above resurfaces. 41 
Mere Option Luck?
One might argue that voluntary acts which affect one's welfare level can be seen as a piece of option luck with regards to one's relative welfare level. If I choose the tea, I have a 15 probability p of ending up equally well off as you, and a probability 1 -p of ending up better off than you. If I choose the drug, I similarly have a probability p of ending up equally well off as you, and a probability 1 -p of ending up worse off than you. 42 I have portrayed other people's choices as brute luck. But couldn't it be argued that these choices really belong to the realm of option luck?
In my view, other peoples' choices, in general, do belong to brute luck. Recall that according to Dworkin, option luck "…is a matter of how deliberate and calculated gambles turn out -whether someone gains or loses through accepting an isolated risk he or she should have anticipated and might have declined." 43 To me this does not seem to encompass the influence that other individuals' choices have on your relative welfare level. There are numerous choices in life that are such that it makes no sense to say that they are calculated and that the risks involved could have been declined. It is very hard for me to decline the risk involved in other peoples' choices. Also, many important choices are, unlike gambles, pressed upon us. I have to choose whether or not to take an education. And if I chose to take an education, I have to pick one rather than another. I have to either apply for jobs or not, and if I do, I have to apply for some rather than others. And so on. These choices are not calculated or accepted as isolated risks, the way betting on the race tracks is. And in making these choices, it seems that even when we do accept isolated risks, we do so with regards to our own welfare level, rather than our relative welfare level.
One could, I suppose, just stipulate that the category of circumstance (or brute luck) does not plausibly encompass the choices of others. This would, nominally at least, save the day for choice egalitarianism. But it would not provide much of a substantial defense. If choice egalitarians have reason to justify inequalities between people's welfare levels in such a way as to keep brute luck out of the picture, the redefinition will not do much work. It would keep the theory within the letter, but not the spirit of its own charter. 16 
Concluding Remarks
Some might want to put the finer points aside and protest that it is absurd to claim that B should be compensated if she voluntarily takes the drug. I do not disagree. My goal has not been to muster support for the conclusion that B should be compensated. I have only tried to show that if we do not, we accept that B is worse off than A for reasons that do not belong within the realm of B's choice. Although she chose to take the drug, she did not choose the ensuing relation between her and A's welfare levels. There seems to be a tension in choice egalitarianism that is swept under the carpet by the assumption that choice justifies absolute as well as relative standing. 44 
